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It is an oft-made claim that post-communist societies lag in the level of social trust and participation in public life. This has been seen as a legacy of communist regimes that alienated interpersonal relationships and spread distrust at the society level. People's reluctance to join voluntary organizations and participate in public life stems from their previous experience, where participation was imposed and thus, public involvement as a voluntary act lost its meaning. On the other hand, people's withdrawal from public life (or their merely nominal presence in the realm of public affiliations and activities) was compensated by the development of personal social networks where people could express their real feelings and opinions. It is at the level of these small islands of trustful ties that social capital was created. The question is to what extent these loci of social capital production were later on exploited for increasing the stock of social capital and social trust at higher levels, such as community and society at large.


My paper explores the role of political parties as political institutions in reformulating the scope of public participation, in the case of Hungary, a post-communist country. It investigates the way political institutions made use of and contribute to the transformation of the old social structure (social networks, patterns and rules of interpersonal communication) to create incentives for people to leave their parochial interests and join other actors in the public space. The analysis shows that political actors that emerged after the 1990s created a highly divided political arena. The results bring signal that under certain circumstances the ideal of political participation and that of political deliberation, understood as a locus of discussions among people that hold different political views may be at odds. 


The analysis draws on data collected in national surveys in four waves, namely 1997, 1998, 2003 and 2006. The results of statistical analysis show changes in the size, composition and degree of politicization of interpersonal social networks over time. Briefly, networks grew, became less kin-centered, more politicized and politically homogeneous. Their relevance for political participation also grew. This analysis is accompanied by a look at political actors' behavior. The investigation assesses their discourse, both in electoral campaigns and key public events and the way they involved themselves in public sphere. 


Although limited to the case of a country and thus undeniably context-bound the results of this investigation shed light on one possible scenario of the  interplay between the post-communist social structure and forms of social capital on the one hand, and political institutions, on the other.  

